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WILLIE ROBERT MIDDLEBROOK PHOTOGRAPHS: PORTRAITS OF MY PEOPLE 

Through March 24, 1996 

Willie Robert Middlebrook has been using his camera to represent the African-American community 
in and around Los Angeles since his first group exhibition in Compton, California in 1972. Willie 
Robert Middlebrook Photographs: Portraits of My People, running January 19 to March 24 at the 
Cleveland Museum of Art, gives Cleveland audiences their first opportunity to see firsthand the re- 
markable work of this emerging photographer. 

The fourteen large-scale works in this exhibition come from a series begun in the mid-1980s 
wherein Middlebrook employs an adventurous darkroom technique that transforms his photographs 
into one-of-a kind compositions blending abstract and concrete imagery. His subjects — ^usually 
friends and family members — assume classical portrait poses while Middlebrook snaps the camera’s 
shutter, but that is where the traditional approach ends. Middlebrook enlarges each image onto photo- 
graphic paper and then, instead of soaking the whole sheet of paper in a tray of developer to bring up 
a perfect, evenly-rendered image, he brushes, sprays, rubs, and drips developer and then fixer onto 
the paper in specific areas and at various times in a process that can take up to 30 hours. The image 
originally projected onto the surface is visible to varying degrees according to how the chemistry was 
applied in specific areas. The chemical reactions are not entirely predictable, and the artist’s mode of 
application is fluid and intuitive; a resulting abstract composition of white, black, grayish, bluish, and 
pinkish tones melds with the photographic image of the face to create a dense, atmospheric surface. 
Middlebrooks works suggest, according to the museum’s curator of contemporary art Tom Hinson, 
“erosion, graffiti, peeling billboards, arid ultimately a symbolic struggle for identity.” 

Born in 1957, Middlebrook grew up in Compton, California, and attended Compton Commu- 
nity College and the Communicative Arts Academy, also in Compton. He says his inspiration has 
come mainly from his hometown roots: “My drive.. .comes from my parents endowing strong feel- 
ings about the ideals and integrity of being black. From the first time I picked up my camera I felt 
and still feel the need to reflect their world and my own, our sensibility. Thus the majority of what 1 
do has and always will center around my people.” 

Admission to the museum and to this exhibition is free. 
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